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The Centre for Community Networking Research was established in July 2001as a joint project of Multimedia Victoria, the Library Board of Victoria, and Monash University - Faculty of Information Technology, School of Information Management & Systems.  Its broad aim is to explore the domain of “social computing” in the community context, to gather better data for understanding and decision making on information society issues, and to develop strategic planning and evaluation tools for use with communities and agencies at a local level.

The Centre has close links with the Victorian Public Library network, and is engaged in several research undertakings which closely relate to the theme of the Inquiry.
The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online.

Beyond anecdotal accounts, little is known of the characteristics of public library public access Internet users, of the uses which they make of public access Internet provision, or of the impacts of this use. To aid a deeper understanding of issues related to Public Library public access internet use, the Centre for Community Networking Research, with the full co-operation of the Victorian Public Library network, will be conducting a wide scale study, funded by the Monash Small Grant Fund, to examine:


1. the demographic characteristics of Public Library public access internet users,  

2. the content and applications most utilised by those public access users, and
3. the extent to which public access internet provision meets the needs of those users.   
This study has been in planning for some time, and will consist of three major components:

· a quantitative survey of public access internet users in public libraries across Victoria over one week, currently scheduled for the week beginning September 9 2002.

· Focus groups of users from four selected library services
· Analysis of traffic patterns for those four library services.
CCNR will be happy to make the results of this research available to the Inquiry on completion. 

While there is little specific data on the uses and users, we do know 

· that public libraries in Victoria provided over one million hours of public access connectivity in the year 2000-2001 

· that targeted federal and state government funding was instrumental in building the capacity of the libraries to provide this service

· that there are over 1000 public access terminals across the more than 300 branches in Victoria

· that there is continuing demand for access – in excess of the capacity of the libraries to supply - by families, young people, tourists and small business, even though some may have their own home or business internet service

· that providing public access at current levels is a relatively expensive proposition for the libraries  

· that there are major unresolved issues around continuing to support the ongoing maintenance, upgrade and bandwidth costs by the library services 

· that the major burden of these new costs has fallen upon the library services, some of whom are struggling to maintain adequately maintained workstations and sufficient bandwidth

There is strong anecdotal evidence to suggest:

· that libraries play a key role in introducing awareness of new information technologies to their constituent communities, and that communities have this expectation of their libraries.

· that there is an “upgrade” path for users who in effect try before they buy technology in the library context

· that the libraries play a key “safety net” role in mitigating a range of potential digital divide issues

The response by libraries to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources.

The Victorian Public Library system has been more flexible and responsive than could have reasonably been expected in addressing the challenges of incorporating networked communications technologies into their practice.  Leadership within the VICLINK and CPLG groups, in partnership with VICNET at the State Library of Victoria, have pro-actively sought funding from state and federal governments to build the capacity of the library network to meet evolving information provision and access needs.   As observed this  has been almost entirely one-off project funding, which has not recognised the ongoing level of investment required to sustain and evolve adequate service provision. 

The million hours of access provided, the development of online resources through the Gulliver group (a consortium of Victorian public libraries who aggregate the demand of public libraries for electronic resources), the training and support which the Libraries have provided to their users  in a non-threatening environment represent an extraordinary and under-recognised achievement.   Given the constraints of resourcing, the Libraries have been fore-runners in provision of a host of online services to their communities.


The public libraries have in many respects “done it tough” in achieving what they have, but there is significant learning and capacity now within the network which could be further developed.  

Possible strategies which would enhance wider use and distribution.

Libraries are ideally situated in their communities and have played a significant role in raising general community awareness of new information resources and technology.

As observed, ad hoc funding has enabled significant evolution of the capacity of the Victorian public library network to provide access to mostly narrow band electronic resources. 

Bandwidth has been a huge and costly problem for the libraries, and this problem will be aggravated by the growing demand for broadband services.   This is the single most important issue.  Some policy approaches could be to make provision for discounted – or free – access to bandwidth for the public library network.  Should this prove too ambitious, support

There is substantial unmet and/or suppressed demand for public access in public libraries and ultimately this can only be resolved by more adequate resourcing.  

There is evidence that, despite the good efforts of the public library system, that there are professional development issues for some segments of the public library workforce.  There is a need for sustained, ongoing professional development of the public library workforce to ensure that they are confident and well equipped to optimise the online technologies for their communities. 

As a technology implementation project, the roll out of networked information technologies and public access across the Victorian Public Library system matched the ad hoc nature of the funding, and could have been done better.   There is an opportunity to learn from the experience of the last 8 years and to move the system into the future more effectively.  A key lesson is to provide more coherent, longer term resourcing at a level that meets the needs of the network.

Provision of adaptive technology for disabled users is important and expensive.  Too often, most adaptive technology – if it exists at all – is concentrated within headquarters or larger branch outlets.   Co-ordinated implementation of adaptive technologies could make major beneficial contributions to ensuring equity of access for disabled users.

To respond to a rapidly evolving technological environment requires a capacity for research and development on many levels.  New technologies need to be piloted and the knowledge transferred to the wider network.  Impacts need to be mapped longitudinally, and mechanisms for better charting community and individual user informational needs developed.

The state and local boundaries and jurisdictions are not always conducive to optimal outcomes, and there is a leadership role to be played at a national level across all of the issues above.

Content Creation and Communication

We note that the language of the terms of reference casts the users into an essentially passive role, and draws upon a relatively restrictive paradigm of library service provision.  While libraries “deliver information services” they also actively encourage the communication and creation of content, while they “provide public information”, they are also key players in developing that public information, in building the capacity of their communities to learn new skills, and to create their own public information. 

The role of public libraries as a key players at community level in building learning communities, for the knowledge economy in encouraging engaged skilled and information literate communities is fundamental to the future well being of Australian society.

The Public library network across Australia should be equipped to provide increased access to equipment, training, and support for community level effective use of basic and advanced, interactive broadband technology, with a view to increasing opportunities for people to become producers as well as consumers of public information and content.

The Role of various levels of government


CCNR supports the call made in Dr Alan Bundy’s submission that a comprehensive review of the Australian public library system should be commissioned and that this is appropriately the role of the Commonwealth.    

Funding at Commonwealth level to address the costs and sustainability issues of provision of online access and resources should be considered, as well as encouraging supporting greater nation wide co-ordination of initiatives to build the public libraries online capacities.

VICNET, a business arm of the State Library of Victoria, represents an ambitious attempt to meet the bandwidth, technical support and research and development needs of the Victorian Public Library network and is a model and an entity which deserves examination and support.

There is an opportunity to learn from the first wave of library engagement with networked information and communication technologies, and to approach the future in a more strategic and effective fashion.   National support and resourcing for research and development activities related to public libraries roles in the online environment would be timely and strategic.

